CHAPTER VIII
STAGES IN ECONOMIC HISTORY
This is the title of a paper by Mr, N. S. B. Gras at the
meeting of the American Economic Association, Washington,
D.C., December, 1929, introducing a fruitful discussion, in
which I had the privilege to share.1 It was read at a time
when for one student prepared to listen to history, full fifty
were crowding to hear Irving Fisher and other explain (away)
the. stock market collapse of that autumn.
The interesting point about the idea is that it grows upon
you as you try it out: the disappointing point is that it is so
hard to use as a tool of thought, whatever be the kind of
stage with which you elect to work. I find myself thrown
back on periods of convenience rather than on stages which
match logically; and perhaps this is because the kind of
stage which illumines one period of history becomes inade-
quate in the next and ends by being merely tiresome.
A stage, says Professor Gras, is "a new condition com-
peting with an old one/' of which perhaps the oldest series is
Hesiod's gold, silver, bronze, heroic and iron ages- But we
shall go no further back than Adam Smith, who uses as his
sequence hunting, pastoral, agricultural, commercial, manu-
facturing. Any such sequence becomes stilted, unless it is
recognised that there are hangovers from earlier periods,
and that anything later than the stage of settled agriculture
and even that stage itself is necessarily composite: agricul-
ture-cum-trade: agriculture-cum-trade-cuin-industiy. More-
over, the sequence of occupation is tending always to be
overlaid by the broad and simple sequence from barbarism
to civilisation, with food for thought in civis, a citizen.
German historians have tilled the field more assiduously
and they seem to consider that from an improved sequence
they will arrive at a theory of economic society. They and
their following in England and America have, therefore, so to
speak "run " particular sequences, and would have us admit
1 Published in Journal of Economics and Business History, II, 3, May,
1930.
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